The present study reflects the results obtained from a diagnosis carried out with Education students concerning the writing of academic essays. The objective was to identify the perceptions that Comprehensive Education students have about their ability to write academic essays. A descriptive cross-sectional research study was conducted at a single point in time, and in this case, in a single period or academic cycle, on the subject of written expression. In order to analyze the results from a mathematical-statistical perspective, descriptive statistics were used, in particular the calculation of the mean and the percentage analysis. The results showed that, of the 26 students, 50% rated themselves to have a fair level of essay writing ability. These self-assessment results do not correspond to the quality of the essays written by the students, who demonstrated a low level of essay writing ability. The practice of writing essays is a fundamental activity for the development of written communication at the university level; however, the teaching-learning process must be planned, since this type of writing is one of the most complex skills and has the greatest potential for explaining one's position and writing creatively. In no way can it be left in the hands of the students; it is necessary to formulate a different learning process that helps the students write essays of better quality.
its structure. They use means of connection inappropriately and they do not know how to give a thematic sequence and coherence to the text.
Another of the causes that has a decisive effect is the lack of interest students have in writing (García & Villegas, 2015) . This is because they are writing texts for non-existent readers and for an unknown context. Just like the students' writings have no basis in reality, they are also faced by a series of writing demands that are very different from those of the secondary school. They are no longer responding to literal questions, rather they are asked to write in another manner, with discursive skills that they do not have (Carlino, 2011) .
According to a diagnostic study conducted by Lepe-Lira, Gordillo-Díaz and Piedra-Martínez (2011) , students are capable of identifying the mistakes they make, but they do not know how to correct them. The studies mentioned above show some of the difficulties university students face and the arduous task that is represented by writing epistemically.
The problem not only has its causes in the previous training of students, but also in shortcomings in the instruction on the written text. We must remember that the product, and not the process, is still the most important. It is enough to simply observe how, who and what is corrected in a text. It has only been through research into text linguistics and academic literacy that writing has been given a primarily communicative importance, which has generated changes in how it is conceived, and thus in how it is taught (Carlino, 2011 (Carlino, , 2012 Cassany, 1999; Roméu, 2014) .
To these elements, we add another that is becoming increasingly more important in the academic field, which is that of revision and reflection on how writing is done. However, to review and correct, an instructor is required who teaches the students to revise their writings, who lets them talk about what they have written, and lets them feel like they can make mistakes and do not have to know everything. They must be educated so that they understand and write differently until they internalize the skill of writing and it forms part of their daily life.
Writing is a complex process that has gone from being a mega-skill to becoming a social practice. Its teaching-learning must therefore be provided at all educational levels, including at the university. It must become an integrated topic in any curriculum. This idea has already been proposed by Roméu (2014) , while Carlino (2014) considers that it is necessary to write from the context of the courses. For this reason, for decades now in Australian and American universities, so-called academic writing centers or programs have existed as a way of helping solve the writing deficiencies of university students. For some strange reason, it is believed that upon reaching the university, students already know how to write, which is far from the truth.
In spite of the fact that the problem continues to grow, it does not seem to resolve itself; just the opposite, it is becoming increasingly worse. The problem is already known, as are some of its causes, and solutions are proposed, but the issue still exists. The question is why? And where is the solution? Some instructors neither read nor write to the extent that they should, and therefore, this begs the question: how can they teach students to write if they themselves do not? Why does one instructor ask students to write essays if he/she himself/herself has never written one? Both instructors and students are victims of the failure to teach writing. These ideas motivated the researcher to perform a diagnosis to explore the competence of Education students to write essays and how they perceive their own competence.
Methodology

Research design
The research design was that of a descriptive study measuring independent variables. In this regard, Arias (2012) states that its mission is to observe and quantify the modification of one or more characteristics in a group, without establishing any relationships among them (Arias, 2012: page 25) . In other words, each characteristic or variable is analyzed autonomously or independently. The study was also cross-sectional, as it was conducted one single time, in this case in an academic period or cycle and in the Written Expression course. As a result, in this type of study, no hypotheses are formulated, but the presence of variables is obvious.
Unit of observation
The sample consisted of 37 students enrolled in the elective Written Expression course, selected via intentional non-probabilistic sampling (Arias, 2012: page 85) . The participants were students enrolled in the seventh semester or later of the Comprehensive Education degree program. 86.5% were female and 13.5% were male. Of the 37 students, 70.3% were selected through intentional sampling, based on the following criteria:
Inclusion criteria
• Expressed agreement to participate in the study.
• Consent has been obtained from the student's parents or legal guardians for participation in the study.
• The student was registered in the course from the start of the semester.
• The student is not behind academically and has no outstanding courses pending at the start of the study.
Exclusion criteria
• Disagreement to participate in the study.
• Consent has not been obtained from the student's parents or legal guardians for participation in the study.
• The student was not registered in the course from the start of the semester.
• The student is behind academically or has outstanding courses pending at the start of the study.
Operationalization of the variable
The variable subject to study was the ability to write academic essays and it was conceived of by the researcher as a system of dialectically interrelated actions and operations for the construction of academic essays (Quintero, 2015) . 
Instrument
A survey was designed with 8 questions that explored the students' skill in writing academic essays. It was drafted and validated in two ways. First, the content was validated based on expert opinion. Second, a pilot test was administered to test the behavior of the items and to check the construct validity based on factorial analysis. The results obtained from the pilot test were analyzed to ensure the reliability of the instrument. To do this, Cronbach's alpha reliability coefficient was calculated, which showed a result of 0.89225, which means that it is a reliable test (Palella & Martins, 2012) .
Procedure
Informed consent was obtained from all participants. Next, on the second day of class, the survey was administered for the purpose of collecting information before the students had contact with the normal class activity, since it was a course in Written expression. The subjects were asked to evaluate their own skills on a Likert scale, using the system of actions involved in writing essays as a reference. Finally, to analyze the results from a mathematical-statistical perspective, descriptive statistics were used, in particular, the calculation of the mean and percentage analysis and the values on the scale given by the students on the survey questions were averaged to obtain percentage values.
Results
The results obtained on each of the survey questions are presented below.
Types of texts that the students write most often
The first inquiry conducted was in terms of the type of text most commonly written by the students in the degree program. In this regard, they stated the following: 15% reports, 23% research, 50% essays, 8% monographs, 4% opinion articles. As shown, essays are the most frequent type of text students in this degree program are asked to write, which highlights the importance of their study. 
What is an essay?
The second question revealed that the students did not understand the concept of an essay. The answers to the question "What is an essay?" varied. Only one student came close to the concept, which represented 4% of the total; 8% stated that an essay was to give your opinion; another 8% said it was to inform; 12% believed that it is to collect information for a research work; 15% confused the concept of an essay with a summary; another 15% confused it with paraphrasing; 19% stated that it is to make a critique, but gave no information about the essence of the essay concept; and another 19% stated that it is to express or portray ideas about a topic. These data are worrisome, given that of the twenty-six (26) students, only one came close to stating what an essay is. In spite of the fact that an essay provides information and includes criticism, the expression of ideas, opinion, paraphrases, and the summarizing and compilation of information; if a thesis is not presented that is justified by the author through arguments, it cannot be considered an essay.
Procedure students follow when writing an essay
In relation to this aspect, the procedure students followed was ascertained, paying particular attention to the actions and operations that the students carried out when writing an essay. The responses and their percentages were distributed as follow: 24% stated that the first thing that was necessary was to investigate in order to later draw conclusions and write down ideas and another 24% focused attention on the summary as the main action in an essay. 16% stated a sequence of actions that began with reading, but they did not mention the actions corresponding to writing an essay. 12% expressed the need to have prior knowledge of the topic. 8% mentioned planning; it is important to point out that it is the first action for writing an essay. 4% considered that an essay is written first with an introduction, then development and finally a closing. This student clearly understands the structure of this type of text, but did not state the actions to be taken to draft an essay. Another student (4%) expressed the procedure as citing and supporting with arguments. Finally, only 8% presented a sequence of actions that approximated the drafting of an essay. By observing that of the total number of students, only 8% came close to what could be considered as a procedure to write essays, it is evident that the group of students does not know how to write an essay, in spite of the importance this type of text has in the Comprehensive Education degree program.
Self-evaluation by the students regarding their ability to write essays
One interesting result in the research on the students' perception of their level of ability to write essays was that 50% of those surveyed placed themselves at a fair level, 30% said they had a good level, 4% a very good level, 12% poor and 4% very poor (see Figure 1 .) These data indicate that half of the group considers that they have certain limitations when it comes to writing a text, but that they are not that bad. 
Main difficulties in writing
In this area, the main difficulties students perceived when writing an essay were related to accentuation and spelling. This percentage was the highest, at 60%. This is followed by 20% for difficulties related to coherence and cohesion. Mostacero (2014) rightly warns that only the superficial aspects of writing are corrected, thus ignoring the most important elements of writing. What is not practiced in writing at school? The conditions and social contexts of social writing. These percentages show that, in the students' opinion, the main difficulties refer to language rules, giving less importance to discursive and pragmatic elements. In this regard, it is interesting to note that difficulties related to the pragmatic dimension of discourse are not even mentioned. The results are summarized in 
Origin of the difficulties in essay writing
As far as the origin of the writing difficulties students experience, the results were as follows: 37% attribute them to attitudinal aspects, such as carelessness or lack of interest. 9% state that the cause lies in the fact that they are not accustomed to reading, while 15% believe it is due to lexical poverty. 19% state that the origin is due to the lack of knowledge and mastery of grammar rules and 12% say that it is the lack of a clearly established procedure for writing types of texts like essays. The answers showed a diversity of causes, referring precisely to the fact that the attitudinal aspect is most commonly considered to be the cause, above lack of knowledge and mastery of grammar. It is interesting to note that the aspect of teaching is not present. 
Origin of the difficulties
Ways to overcome writing errors
With regard to the possible solutions to reduce the difficulties in writing, 62% of the students expressed, first of all, that it was necessary to continuously practice reading. This percentage was the highest of all of them, which means that reading is considered to be the main route to better writing. Secondly, 12% referred to the continuous practice of writing and 12% to the use of dictionaries. In third place, the students indicated that the revision of what they write is an aspect to consider, with these responses accounting for 8%. In fourth place, 3% of the students referred to the need to have a model and finally, one student stated that he/she did not know the solution. What is remarkable is that the students focused their answers on reading, in spite of the fact that they do not read. It is also interesting that they focus the path to a solution on themselves and not on other participants in the learning process, such as instructors. These results are very valuable in that they show that students are aware that their writing deficiencies in part lie within themselves and that they can overcome these difficulties with personal effort. The more delicate matter is that they do not know how to do it. 
Means of overcoming these problems
Writing an essay based on a topic of interest
The writing samples by students evidenced isolated paragraphs with no thesis or reasoning; there was no local or global thematic sequence and multiple coherence errors. Obviously, it was evident that the students had not developed the skill of essay writing, in spite of the fact that they were studying at a professional level in a degree program and 50% of them rated themselves as fair in terms of this skill, as mentioned in question 4.
Discussion
Based on the results obtained, this work illustrates once again that in order to conduct intervention research in the field of education, it is worth first describing how the ideas students have about their own skills are presented and what influence they have. In the case of writing academic essays, as recognized by Domínguez (2006) and Castelló (2015) , there are educational implications that are derived from these perceptions.
The data obtained in the study, in line with other international studies, reinforce the importance of improving the use of written language by university students. They need to create, with high standards of discursive production, academic texts that communicate effectively, concisely and directly their visions of the world, their contributions and their critical thought (Rijlaarsdam, Janssen, Braaksma, Van Teendam, Van den Branden & Verheyden, 2013) .
In spite of the fact that the survey results indicate that the students are aware of their main difficulties in writing and how to remedy them, according to them, they are primarily focused on the skill of reading. The concept of an essay is not clear to them, nor is its structure or the actions they must take to draft one. This creates difficulties when it comes to writing, since if a student does not know the structure of a text, it would be very difficult for him or her to conserve the macrostructural semantic and formal sequence of that text.
Of the responses given by the students, the author of this study gives greater significance to those related to the difficulties, their origin and ways to remedy them than to the perception they had of the level of their skill in writing essays. This is in light of the fact that the students are characterized by a low level of skill development, as demonstrated in the essays they wrote, and that did not match the results obtained from their self-evaluations.
These results demonstrated, on the one hand, the learning needs that the students have, and on the other hand, the deficiencies in the educational process that have not ensured true learning about the writing of essays, in spite of them being the top type of text most commonly required in the Comprehensive Education degree program at the university where the study was conducted. Therefore, there is a need to teach writing in any discipline and as a cross-curricular subject throughout the curriculum. To do this, instructors must integrate writing and reading exercises into their instruction, give lectures on the topic and write about what is read, and give specific guidelines on how the texts are written that the students are expected to write during the class. This cannot be left up to the language instructor and much less to the student.
The consolidation of skills to write academic essays will only be achieved if the instruction is systematic and provided in an organized manner, taking into account all the actions and operations that writing an essay requires (Quintero, 2015) . This includes interviewing the students about what they want to write, since many times they have only a vague idea about the topic. But when students start to think, they provide answers that allow them to clarify their ideas. It is crucial to ask question after question until leading the students to realize that all the responses lie within themselves and there is no need to cut and paste.
The proposed new focuses for writing at the university level, a topic about which instructors and students have expressed their dissatisfaction, show that we have barely begun the long path in the search for answers to the problem of the poor ability to write academic essays that is evident in today's students. In many cases, these students have not been adequately prepared in the previous educational levels or lack the motivation needed to study and overcome difficulties.
For the future, more studies are needed that are based on the linguistic-discursive analysis of studentwritten essays and use the methodology emanating from the linguistic analysis of the discourse (Castro & Sánchez, 2013; Du Bois, 2014) . A solid refresher is also needed for instructors in the subject of writing, so that they can teach how to write in their own classrooms in a way that is different from how they learned, because this is not writing.
Conclusions
• The practice of writing essays constitutes a fundamental activity for the development of written communication at the university level; however, its teaching-learning process must be planned, as writing of this type of text is one of the most complex skills with the most possibilities of proposing the author's position and for creative writing.
• One of the aspects that is interesting to note is that the students are only capable of identifying the traditional difficulties of spelling and accentuation, but they do not recognize those of greater importance for coherent writing, due to the lack of knowledge on the writing procedures and the little practice they have.
• Even though the data obtained in this study only confirm the reality that instructors see on a daily basis, it is imperative for academic writing to be taught systematically, with a communicative focus (Roméu, 2014) .
• Since writing at the university has not been given the importance it requires and has not been considered as an epistemic skill that is directly related to social development; an educational process urgently needs to be proposed that includes the teaching of writing based on genres. Furthermore, it must form part of all courses in all degree programs.
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